Distribution and origin of the intraepithelial nerve fibres in the feline pharyngeal mucosa.
Sensory inputs from the pharynx play an important role in initiation of the swallowing reflex and in feedback control of motor activities. Using an immunohistochemical technique and denervation procedures, we examined the distribution and origin of the intraepithelial nerve fibres in the feline pharyngeal mucosa to clarify the role of the afferent nerve in swallowing. The posterior pillar was very densely innervated, and the posterior and lateral walls of the mesopharynx had a moderate nerve density. In contrast, the base of the tongue, the vallecula, the pharyngeal surface of the epiglottis, and the pyriform sinus had only a few nerve fibres. The epithelium of the rostral and caudal portions of the pharyngeal mucosa were innervated by the glossopharyngeal nerve and superior laryngeal nerve, respectively, with a borderline at the middle level of the epiglottis. A portion of the intraepithelial nerve fibres in the lateral and posterior walls of the mesopharynx originated from the pharyngeal branch of the vagus nerve. It is hypothesized that the intraepithelial nerve fibres that exist in densely innervated areas are related to the initiation of the swallowing reflex induced by stimulation of the pharyngeal mucosa.